
California Fish and Game Commission
715 P Street, 16th floor,
Sacramento, CA 95814

February 14, 2024

RE: Petition to Modify CA Marine Protected Area Network to Enhance Protections for California’s Most
Resilient Kelp Forests

Dear President Sklar and Honorable Commissioners:



Northern California has lost more than 95% of its kelp forests since 2014, and kelp forests
statewide have experienced declines over the past decade.1 California sea otters are still listed as
threatened under the Endangered Species Act, and one of the biggest barriers to this species’
recovery and range expansion is increased shark bites from a lack of kelp forest cover. Marine
heatwaves have doubled over the last 30 years, and have become more intense and longer in
duration, putting stress on California’s marine species and ecosystems.2

In the face of these mounting threats, California has a unique opportunity to take bold and
effective action to conserve ocean habitats and ensure a greater abundance of life off our coast.
Over two decades ago, the state passed the groundbreaking Marine Life Protection Act (MLPA),
which called on the state to use one of the most powerful tools for ocean conservation: marine
protected areas (MPAs).

MPAs, like state parks on land, protect unique and important ocean habitats from activities that
can damage ocean life. Areas that are strongly protected have been shown to be highly effective
in conserving biodiversity, enhancing ecosystem resilience, and mitigating the impacts of climate
change on our oceans.3 By providing areas that serve as buffers against climate change, fully
protected MPAs adapt to changing environmental conditions because they better preserve natural
interactions within ecosystems, allowing for greater resiliency .4

California’s network of MPAs, foreseen in the MLPA, celebrated its tenth anniversary last year,
and the state’s decadal management review showed that MPAs effectively protect ocean habitats
and increase fishery-targeted species' biomass. Now, we need to build on this system and
maintain California’s role as a national and global leader in the fight to protect more ocean
habitats.

Protecting specific habitat areas, including the remaining areas of stable kelp forests is a crucial
step in safeguarding our diverse marine species and ensuring the long-term well-being of our
ocean environments.

We support the expansion of the MPA Network to include some of the most resilient kelp forests
along California’s coastline, by expanding Cabrillo State Marine Reserve, Point Dume State
Marine Conservation Area, South Point State Marine Reserve, Gull Island State Marine Reserve,
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Point Conception State Marine Reserve, Natural Bridges State Marine Reserve, and by creating a
new MPA around the beautiful kelp forest off Pleasure Point near Santa Cruz. While kelp forests
have faced declines statewide in recent years, in these areas they have persisted or bounced back
quickly in the face of marine heatwaves and other disturbances.5 By expanding protections for
these resilient forests under the MLPA, the state can minimize direct human impacts in these
relatively healthy areas, helping to ensure their continued persistence and enhancing the
effectiveness of restoration efforts for declining kelp ecosystems nearby.

Enhancing the protection of California's kelp forests strongly aligns with Goals 1, 2, 3, and 4 of
the MLPA by preserving natural diversity, sustaining marine life populations, protecting marine
habitats for their intrinsic value, and improving recreational and educational opportunities while
minimizing human disturbance. 6 Safeguarding resilient kelp ecosystems will ensure critical
habitat preservation for diverse marine species, including endangered sea otters and
commercially valuable fish.

Our ocean is a source of clean air, wildlife, and natural beauty, but also a mystery that beckons
preservation and exploration. California has the opportunity to lead the nation and the world in
taking bold action to preserve the sea, ensuring its future and the well-being of the communities
that rely on it for their survival and prosperity.

Sincerely,

Laura Deehan
State Director
Environment California Research and Policy Center

Tomas Valadez
CA Policy Associate
Azul

Robert Vergara
Roger Arliner Young (RAY) Ocean Conservation Fellow
Natural Resources Defense Council

Clara Castronovo
Board Chair
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